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ABSTRACT
Accountability Model for Alternative Education Settings
by Victoria A. Ford
Since 2001 professionals have worked to assist alternative education and juvenile
court schools in navigating accountability connected to the 2001 reauthorization of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act, otherwise known as the No Child Left Behind
Act. As alternative education programs struggle through the process of program
improvement it seems as if there has to be a more accurate model to measure program
effectiveness and student achievement in these settings. Under the current federal model,
which is still aligned to the NCLB goals, a school could enter program improvement
based on the proficiency of less than 15 students, out of the more than 250 which may
enter and exit the program at any given time throughout the year. This study will provide
criteria for accountability that may be used to determine educational policy for unique
alternative education setting programs which include: community day schools,
continuation education, county community schools, and juvenile court schools. The
study will also add to the limited research available on accountability models that may
appropriately and more accurately measure alternative program progress and
effectiveness. As schools are asked to meet continually higher academic standards,
alternative education programs are struggling to demonstrate effectiveness utilizing the
same criteria expected of regular education settings. The timing of this study comes at a
time when both state and federal education agencies are revising the accountability
models by which all schools will be measured.
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CHAPTER I: THE PROBLEM
California and the nation as a whole is in a state of transition as the Common Core
State Standards (CCSS) and assessments begin to be implemented throughout the nation.
While states are navigating through the transition, education professionals wait in
anticipation of what the state accountability models and reauthorized Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) federal legislation will look like. Alternative
education (AE) programs especially are hoping for a valid model in which to be held
accountable.
Since 2001 professionals have worked to assist AE and juvenile court schools
(JCS) in navigating accountability connected to the 2001 reauthorization of ESEA,
otherwise known as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). As AE programs suffer
through the consequences of program improvement (PI) it seems as if there has to be a
more accurate model to measure program effectiveness and student achievement in these
settings. Under the current federal model, which is still aligned to the NCLB goals, a
school could enter program improvement based on the proficiency of less than 15
students, out of the more than 250 which may enter and exit the program at any given
time throughout the year.
The California Department of Education (CDE) (2014a) website defines a school
as AE if it meets one of the following designations:


Community Day Schools (CDS): Serve high-risk youths, including those
referred by expulsion, probation, or a School Attendance Review Board
(SARB); provide challenging academic curriculum; and develop pro-social
skills and resiliency.
1



Continuation Education: Serve students 16 years of age and older who have
not graduated from high school, are at risk of not graduating, and are not
exempt from compulsory school attendance.



County Community Schools (CCS): Serve students who are referred by a
parent or a SARB, paroled, on probation, expelled, homeless, or not attending
school.



JCS: Serve students under the protection or authority of the juvenile court
system and incarcerated in juvenile halls, homes, ranches, camps, day centers,
or regional youth facilities.



Opportunity Education Programs: Serve students who are habitually truant,
irregular in attendance, insubordinate, disorderly, or failing academically.
(Glossary of Terms section)

In the 2011-12 school year, 171,854 students were enrolled in some type of AE
program within 1,196 schools that met the criteria to be designated an AE school (EdData, 2015) (see Figure 1).
Continuation

5
32

80

Alternative

76
486

Community Day
Opportunity

270

Juvenile Court
247
County
Community
Figure 1. The number of alternative schools in CA in each type of alternative program
(2012).
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Merriam-Webster (2014) dictionary defines accountability as “an obligation or
willingness to accept responsibility or to account for one’s actions” (Accountability
section, sentence 2). Comparing this world definition to that found in the field of
education, Figlio and Loeb (2011) define accountability as “the process of evaluating
school performance on the basis of student performance measures” (p. 384). This
definition is further clarified by Thurlow (2009) as “the assignment of responsibility for
conducting activities in a certain way or producing specific results” (Definition section,
para. 2). For the purpose of this study it is also important to differentiate accountability
from assessment. As previously defined, accountability is what schools will accept
responsibility for (i.e. student achievement, increased graduation rate). Whereas,
assessment refers to the measures which will determine if a school meets their
responsibility. Both assessment and accountability are recognized as important to any
accountability model.
Background
Accountability is not a new concept in education. Ravitch (2002), in A Brief
History of Testing and Accountability, shares that “interest in (modern day)
accountability may be traced back to the landmark 1966 report Equality of Educational
Opportunity” by James Coleman (para. 8). Coleman’s report came only one year after
the federal government signed into law the ESEA which established the federal
government’s role in education. Although the report was for the purpose of reporting
specifically on the educational equality between races in public schools, it greatly
emphasized the achievement of students and schools in multiple areas (Coleman et al.,
1966). To determine the quality of educational systems the report analyzed the
3

curriculum, textbooks, assessment practices, and the academic skills of both teachers and
students (Coleman et al., 1966). In 1969 the establishment of the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) added to the conversation by making it possible for
researchers to see trends in educational achievement (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2014). With the increase in available test scores and the Coleman report
focusing on results Governors began to focus on accountability as it relates to outcomes
(Ravitch, 2002). In 1983 the report A Nation at Risk further heightened America’s focus
on reforming education. The topic was presented during a meeting between President
George H.W. Bush and a group of Governors in 1989 and continued with the Clinton
Administrations Goals 2000: Educate America Act in 1994. When ESEA reauthorization
occurred again in 1994, as Improving America’s Schools Act (IASA), the federal
government was poised to refocusing its attention from fiscal compliance to increased
academic achievement and “program excellence” (Puma & Drury, 2000). IASA
expected states to establish standards and accountability systems that would help identify
and provide support to low-performing districts and schools by the 2000-01 academic
year. Although IASA expected greater accountability, it did not provide a means to
achieve the expected goals. Then in 2001, when ESEA was reauthorized as NCLB,
federal accountability for ALL students was catapulted into the forefront of improvement
efforts in a way that transformed the way states and schools were held accountable for
student achievement. Districts and schools were now expected to meet federally defined
Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) goals for all subgroups of the population, and if not met
may receive severe federally defined consequences. Within two years of the passage of
NCLB states, districts, and schools began to struggle with meeting the high proficiency
4

goals set by NCLB. For AE schools, this struggle was even greater due to the high
transiency, truancy, and academic gaps caused by these and other academic barriers.
As accountability for all students increased with the passage of NCLB, schools
working with the most at-risk student populations recognized the need to differentiate
accountability programs for AE settings. Traditional accountability systems cover only
reading and mathematics skills and possibly non-tested measures such as graduation rates
and attendance may also be included (Figlio & Loeb, 2011). These designs lead to
students getting the greatest attention in the identified areas in order to raise perceived
achievement, but also affect which students receive the attention (Figlio & Loeb, 2011).
Students who have potential to cross the threshold from below to proficient (the bubble
group) are typically targeted to provide a perceived gain overall. The goal of most
alternative settings, however, is to help students who have fallen behind for reasons
ranging from behavior, negative choices in life, family circumstances, or the like and
these students are typically not in the “bubble group” population.
California attempted to address the accountability differences of alternative
programs by approving the Alternative Schools Accountability Model (ASAM) in 2000.
According to the CDE (2014a) website, for seven years “from 2001–02 to 2008–09,
schools participating in the ASAM selected three of 15 indicators, and those three
indicators comprised their school-level ASAM report” (para. 4).
Unfortunately, this model was voluntary for schools to participate in and did not
circumvent federal accountability requirements, providing no relief for schools entering
federal program improvement. In 2009 the CDE stopped collecting ASAM data all
together due to budgetary reasons, leaving AE schools to be held accountable to the
5

state’s other accountability system, Academic Performance Index (API). Schools which
were previously categorized as ASAM do not receive a ranking based on the system, but
they are expected to meet expected growth targets along with all schools in the state
(California Department of Education [CDE], 2014a).
Thus, the lack of a current accountability model for alternative settings continues
to be a concern for individuals striving to support and hold accountable AE programs
based on measures of accountability valid to the population that are served.
Now that California is transitioning to the Common Core and a new assessment
system, the question of what would a valid accountability model be for AE settings is a
timely question raised by researchers on the topic. Figlio & Loeb (2011) assert that an
accountability model with a limited number of outcomes will reduce the educational
focus for students. Whereas, an expansive list of outcomes, such as the 15 options within
the ASAM model, decreases reliably and does not allow for comparisons. Another
problem with the ASAM model was that most indicators do not reflect actual learning
outcomes (Legislative Analyst’s Office [LAO], 2007). Figlio and Loeb (2011) also
remind us that an accountability system based on a single year of data may also skew the
performance of a school. These recommendations should be taken into consideration in
any accountability model development. The future success of any alternative
accountability will depend on a model which provides appropriate data supporting
continuous improvement in curriculum, learning resources, professional development and
student learning.

6

Statement of the Research Problem
Although the need to identify an accurate measure of performance has been
recognized since California passed the Public Schools Accountability Act (PSAA) in
1999 and the ASAM was implemented in 2000, there is still little research regarding
effective measures and no current separate alternative model of accountability is being
utilized by either the state of California (CDE, 2014a) or the U.S Department of
Education. With competing state and federal accountability systems, alternative schools
have been caught in the cross-fire of how to accurately determine not only program
effectiveness, but what is an appropriate measure to demonstrate adequate student
achievement.
California attempted to identify the different focus of alternative schools after the
passage of PSAA as the state went to work to approve an Alternative Accountability
system for alternative schools, ASAM. The California state board of education approved
the ASAM in July of 2000 (CDE, 2014a). ASAM required schools to meet only three
self-identified measures out of 15 indicators of success (CDE, 2014a). However, schools
were not required to participate in the program. As of the 2009-2010 school year ASAM
was discontinued and AE schools have been held accountable to the same measures as
those of any other school setting (CDE, 2014a).
In 2001 the federal government reauthorized the ESEA, also known as NCLB.
NCLB added even greater importance to increased accountability toward ensuring all
students reach proficiency in English language arts (ELA) and mathematics; again AE
settings were no exception. NCLB made no substitute provisions for alternative settings
with minimal valid scores and high transiency rates. All schools receiving federal
7

funding under Title I, part A were expected to meet the same proficiency targets and
could be considered in program improvement and held to the sanctions and requirements
that comes with the designation. With the new CCSS requirements, schools and districts
are again in a position of having no consistent accountability model for AE.
The development of a current separate and appropriate accountability model for
AE settings in California (CDE, 2014a) is imperative to the success of alternative schools
and current research on the topic is limited.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this mixed method study was to identify and describe the
accountability elements Local Educational Agencies (LEAs) are requiring of alternative
schools. In addition it was the purpose of this study to identify the measurements used
for the accountability elements.
The final purpose of this study was to identify accountability elements that are
important to include in a statewide AE accountability model as perceived by experts in
the area of alternative education.
Research Questions
1. What elements are LEAs in California requiring alternative education schools
to be held accountable for?
2. What measurements are used for each element described in Research Question
1?
3. Based upon the information gathered in Research Questions 1 and 2, what
elements do experts in the area of alternative education identify as important
to include in a statewide accountability model?
8

4. Based upon the elements identified in Research Question 3, what
measurements are most appropriate to include in a statewide accountability
model aligned to the CCSS and smarter balanced assessments?
5. Based upon the information gathered in Research Questions 1-4, what is a
theoretical accountability model for alternative education settings in
California?
Significance of the Problem
As schools are asked to meet continually higher academic standards, AE schools
are struggling to demonstrate effectiveness utilizing the same criteria expected of regular
education settings. “Despite the role of alternative schools in reducing the dropout rates,
policy-makers at the state level struggle to differentiate a state accountability framework
that evaluates alternative school effectiveness” (Schlessman & Hurtado, 2012, p. 3). AE
programs in California are currently held accountable to the same criteria and academic
benchmarks that all schools must reach (CDE, 2014a). Although this is a lofty goal for
all schools, it is even more so for Alternative education programs. “The failure to
differentiate an accountability framework for alternative schools can lead to negative
consequences that affect alternative schools’ abilities to provide education for at-risk
students” (Schlessman & Hurtado, 2012, p. 3).
Much of the research available outlines what models are currently being utilized
across the US. However, in studies conducted in 2011 and 2012, only six states had
distinct accountability models for AE settings in which to compare (Brand, 2011;
Schlessman & Hurtado, 2012). These accountability models vary greatly from state to
state despite one of the main premises of the CCSS which is to align the learning
9

standards and assessments across states. Additional research provides recommendations
and considerations to what an appropriate model should contain (Bylsma, 2009; Jones,
2004; LAO, 2007). However, these studies stop short of providing a rigorous, yet
achievable, common model of accountability which is aligned to both state and federal
guidelines.
Both state and federal education agencies are revising the accountability models
by which all schools will be measured. Further research is needed to develop an
appropriate accountability model for alternative education settings and programs that
serve at-risk students for which policy may be based on.
Definition of Terms
The following terms are important to recognize:
Accountability was defined as: “an obligation or willingness to accept
responsibility or to account for one’s actions” (Merriam-Webster, 2014, para. 1).
Assessment was defined as the act of making a judgement about something; the
act of assessing something (Merriam-Webster, 2014).
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was defined as federal
legislation enacted in 1965.
Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP). Under the LCFF all LEAs are
required to prepare an LCAP, which describes how they intend to meet annual goals for
all pupils, with specific activities to address state and local priorities identified pursuant
to EC Section 52060(d) (CDE, 2014e).

10

Delimitations
This study was delimitated to LCAPs from County Office of Educations and
districts within California that operate AE programs.
Organization of the Study
This study consists of five chapters, a bibliography and appendixes. Chapter two
will provide a summary of literature in the area of assessment, accountability, and past
models. A description of the methodology used in the study as well as instruments used,
procedures, and study population will be presented in Chapter three. Chapter four
provides a thorough analysis of the data and findings. Chapter five comprises the
summary and future recommendations. The bibliography and appendixes will follow and
complete the study.

11

CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Review of the Literature
Merriam-Webster (2014) dictionary defines accountability as “an obligation or
willingness to accept responsibility or to account for one’s actions” (para. 1). Comparing
this world definition to that found in the field of education, Figlio and Loeb (2011) define
accountability as “the process of evaluating school performance on the basis of student
performance measures” (p. 384). This definition is further clarified by Thurlow (2009) as
“the assignment of responsibility for conducting activities in a certain way or producing
specific results” (para. 2).
This literature review will provide a historical perspective of accountability and
AE, as well as the barriers of traditional accountability models in identifying reliable
measures of accountability for AE settings. Along with a description of AE settings, the
CCSS and assessments, past and current models and state programs will be reviewed.
Suggested parameters based on federal and state guidelines will also be defined. The
chapter will conclude with a summary of the literature review topics which are significant
in the development of an AE model of accountability as we move into the Common Core
era. A literature matrix was created to help organize and identify important concepts and
those researchers who readily contribute to this study (see Appendix A).
History of Accountability
Accountability is not a new concept in education. “Accountability in education
was proposed over a century ago and was actually put into effect in England in 1862”
(Hetherington, 1976, p. 79). However, at that time accountability held a different
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meaning. Ravitch (2002) summarizes accountability prior to modern days when she
states,
Nineteenth-century schools tested their students to see if they had mastered what
they were taught, and students who didn’t pass the tests were “left back.”
Schoolteachers in the nineteenth century were often required to pass a test of their
knowledge and could be interviewed by members of the local school board
(which usually included a member of the clergy) to make sure they harbored no
unconventional views or unusual religious beliefs. But once they were accepted
for service, teachers faced no more tests of their suitability or capacity. If
students failed to learn, it was the students’ fault. (Ravitch, 2002, para. 2)
Thus, schools as a whole were not expected to ensure a minimum number of students
graduating and no general minimum academic proficiency levels were proposed. Less
than one tenth of students went on to high school at the time (Ravitch, 2002). Going into
the twentieth century, the progressive movement of the 1930s and 1940s even
emphasized efforts to make schools less academic focused and more emphasis on social
adjustment (Ravitch, 2002). Individual school, teacher, or student achievement was not
addressed, especially not beyond the middle school years as youth who were not
academically inclined would leave school to pursue work, military, or other ventures.
Modern Accountability
Modern accountability efforts in the US may be traced back to the mid 1960’s.
Ravitch (2002), in A Brief History of Testing and Accountability, shares that “the interest
in (modern day) accountability may be traced back to the landmark 1966 report Equality
of Educational Opportunity”, by James Coleman (para. 8). The Coleman Report, as it is
13

known, was a product of the 1964 Civil Rights Act for the purpose of reporting
specifically on the educational equality between races in public schools. The report
greatly emphasized the achievement of students and schools in multiple areas (Coleman
et al., 1966). To determine the quality of educational systems the report analyzed the
curriculum, textbooks, assessment practices, and the academic skills of both teachers and
students (Coleman et al., 1966). The Coleman report stopped short though in providing
recommendations based on the findings, leaving that task up to the law makers and
individuals interested in using the findings for their own purposes (Coleman et al., 1966).
Also during this time in history the federal government enacted another landmark
piece of legislation, the 1965 ESEA. This act established the federal government’s role
in education and “provided federal aid for disadvantaged students and more monies for
federal research and development” (Vinovskis, 1998, p. 5). Although the act did not
establish any formal accountability measures, it did require a regular review of the
programs funded through it. The advisory body created to fulfil this requirement was to
provide a report and recommend improvements to help state education agencies in
implementation of the programs (ESEA, 1965).
As part of the increased federal involvement, planning for the NAEP began in
1964 with the first national assessments given in 1969 (NCES, 2014). The NAEP added
to the accountability conversation by making it possible for researchers to recognize
trends in educational achievement. However, state officials were fearful of the federal
government assuming control over state and local educational services so the NAEP did
not initially collect data that would enable them to provide state level data. With the
increase in available test scores provided by NAEP, the Coleman report focusing on
14

results, and ESEA allocating federal dollars to the mix, Governors began to focus on
accountability as it relates to outcomes (Ravitch, 2002). Even with these factors though,
the lack of state-level data associated with NAEP made the NAEP results irrelevant to
state-wide improvement efforts causing interest in educational reform to decrease during
the 1970s (Vinovskis, 1998).
Over a decade later in 1983, the report A Nation at Risk was released and it
renewed the energy focused on reforming education. Although this report also did not
focus on accountability and assessment directly, it provided clear recommendations for
improving education in America and included having rigorous standards, set graduation
requirements, teacher training, and leadership and financial support. Interest in statelevel assessments began to grow and as interest grew, in 1984 the NAEP Assessment
Policy Committee decided to help compare the national NEAP assessment with state and
local assessments (Vinovskis, 1998). Governors once again became interested and
during the Southern Regional Educational Board (SREB) annual meeting, “several state
governors called for improvements in measuring educational progress” (Vinovskis, 1998,
p. 12). Those present at the annual meeting agreed that taxpayers needed to see results
and that same year the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) approved crossstate comparisons using NAEP results.
Although the conversation around assessment and accountability moved slowly, it
remained a topic of conversation during debates regarding the ESEA reauthorization
(passed in April 1988) which expanded the use of the NAEP assessments. State officials
were still apprehensive about the role the federal government would assume if a national
assessment was expanded and they questioned the possibility that national standards
15

would follow. However, the topic continued and was again presented during a meeting
between President George H.W. Bush and a group of Governors in 1989. In 1990,
voluntary NAEP assessments for states began (NCES, 2014). The Clinton
Administration soon followed with the Goals 2000: Educate America Act in 1994 and the
next ESEA reauthorization known as Improving America’s Schools Act (IASA), also in
1994. The IASA added more federal dollars and pressure for increased school
accountability. For the first time in federal legislation accountability was a defined
component; the IASA stated that the federal government expected states to establish
standards and accountability systems that would help identify and provide support to lowperforming districts and schools by the 2000-01 academic year. With the passing of the
IASA, the federal government was poised to focus its attention from fiscal compliance to
increased academic achievement and “program excellence” (Puma & Drury, 2000).
However, although the IASA added an accountability component and expected greater
accountability, as in previous reauthorizations it did not provide a means to achieve the
expected goals. In addition, although in the law, accountability was not referenced in a
report provided to congress regarding the act, demonstrating a lack of legislative support
to the expectations (Stedman, 1994). States were still the leading agent when it came to
the development of an accountability model and how the model would be implemented
within the state.
No Child Left Behind Accountability
It wasn’t until 2001, when ESEA was reauthorized again as the NCLB Act,
federal accountability took hold and catapulted accountability into the forefront of
improvement efforts in a way that transformed the way states and schools were held
16

accountable for student achievement. The stated purpose of NCLB was “to close the
achievement gap with accountability, flexibility, and choice, so that no child is left
behind” (NCLB, 2002, para. 1). In the statement of purpose accountability was
emphasized even more and referenced in not only the first goal of the Title I section of
the act, but in three separate goals demonstrating an importance to the concept (NCLB,
2002).
As part of NCLB accountability, states were required to demonstrate they are
implementing a statewide accountability system (NCLB, 2002). Across the U.S. schools
receiving federal Title I dollars were expected to meet federally defined benchmarks in
the areas of testing participation, overall student achievement in ELA and mathematics,
graduation rate, and a state identifying measure (such as California’s API). California
schools were no exception. Districts and schools, even AE schools, were now expected
to meet these federally defined AYP goals for all subgroups, and if not met may enter PI.
Those who chose not to participate would not receive federal funding. Within two years
of the passage of NCLB states, districts, and schools began to struggle with meeting the
high proficiency goals set by NCLB and in the 2004-2005 school year the first LEAs
were identified as being in PI (CDE, n.d.a). Upon entering PI schools faced
consequences such as termination of federal funding, removal of administration, school
reorganization (which involved replacing at least 50% of the staff), and even school
closure. For AE schools, meeting the expectations were an even greater struggle due to
the high transiency, truancy, and academic gaps caused by these and other academic
barriers. By the 2013-2014 school year 49% of California schools were identified as
being in program improvement (CDE, n.d.a; Ed-Data, 2015).
17

Alternative Education
Alternative schools are labeled as such because they have a particular curriculum
focus or “nonconventional approach to learning” (Neumann, 2003, p. 3). Although this
study is focused on alternative schools that serve at-risk student populations, including
neglected and delinquent students, not all alternative schools are punitive in nature.
Whatever the purpose of the alternative school though they do share common
characteristics: small class size, close relationships with students and teachers, studentpaced learning, and small school size (Neumann, 2003). The U.S. Department of
Education (2002) defines AE settings as “a public elementary/secondary school that
addresses needs of students that typically cannot be met in a regular school, provides
nontraditional education, serves as an adjunct to a regular school, or falls outside the
categories of regular, special education or vocational education” (p. 14).
It was no surprise that with the Civil Rights Act of 1964, ESEA of 1965, and the
Coleman Report in 1966, that other means of educating youth would be sought rather
than traditional school models. “Prior to the late 1960’s, options in public education were
limited in large part to vocational schools, schools for working minors and the disabled,
and a very small number of selective specialty schools for high-achieving students”
(Neumann, 2003, p. 1). Although school options existed, they were often “nothing more
than a conventional schooling experience in a different setting” (Neumann, 2003, p. 1). It
was out of the need for different options that the public alternative school movement
emerged in the late 1960’s. As the push for accountability began to increase, so did the
need to provide specialized educational supports to youth who had become
disenfranchised with traditional education. “With the concern generated by depictions of
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youthful rebellion on TV and in the movies, school boards were more than willing to
allocate funds to help alienated youth who didn’t fit the mainstream” (Sagor, 1999, p.
73).
Alternative Education Programs
Alternative schools as referenced in this study generally serve students who are
referred to programs for reasons ranging from expulsion, truancy, significantly behind
academically, or part of the juvenile justice system. Program participation may be as
short as one day or until the student completes graduation requirements (LAO, 2007).
Enrollment figures vary greatly depending on whether the data is obtained from a oneday snapshot, such as the California Basic Education Data System (CBEDS) count in
October of every year, or a cumulative annual enrollment data source.
The CDE (2014a) website may define a school as AE if it meets one of the
following designations:


CDS are specifically authorized and governed under California Education
Code (EC) sections 48660 through 48926. Programs authorized under this
designation are expected to provide services to students who have been
referred by expulsion, probation, or a SARB. Schools may be operated by a
county office of education or a school district. Students in these programs
have a 360 minute minimum instructional day. CDS programs provide
instruction in the common core standards as well as social skills, self-esteem,
and resiliency. Programs are also expected to coordinate services with other
agencies as needed, such as probation and human services agencies.
According to the CDE (2014b), “in October 2010, there were 283 schools
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reporting an enrollment of 8,923 students” (para. 3). However, that figure is
based on a one-day snapshot; over the course of the year enrollment averaged
23,700 (CDE, 2014b).


CE schools have been in California since the early 1900’s, however current
statutes regarding AE date back to the 1970’s (LAO, 2007). Education Code
sections 44865, 46170, 48400-48438, and 51055 address CE services. CE
schools serve students 16 years of age and older who have not graduated from
high school, are at risk of not graduating, and are not exempt from
compulsory school attendance (CDE, 2014c). CE programs offer a minimum
180 minute school day. The emphasis for CE programs, in addition to the
general high school diploma program, is on “guidance, career orientation,
and/or a work-study schedule” (CDE, 2014c, p. 7). Four hundred ninety-nine
continuation high schools reported enrollment in October, 2010. Enrollment
at that time was 69,510 students, although an entire year average was over
116,500 (CDE, 2014c).



CCS are public schools operated by county offices of education. Students
may be referred by a parent or SARB, or be paroled, on probation, expelled,
or homeless. The main goal of CCS programs is to “help students move to
other levels of education, training, or employment” (CDE, 2014d, para. 2). In
addition to academic skills, students learn life skills and how to work
positively with others during the minimum 240 minute instructional day. The
October 2010 census documented 74 CCS with an enrollment of 18,382 and
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annual enrollment reports average over 43,000. EC sections 1980 through
1986 provide guidelines for CCS (CDE, 2014d).


JCS serve students under the protection or authority of the juvenile court
system and incarcerated in juvenile halls, homes, ranches, camps, day centers,
or regional youth facilities. These schools are public schools under the
operation of county offices of education as authorized by EC sections 4864548645.6. With a minimum school day of 240 minutes, services focus on
educational opportunities to provide courses necessary to obtain a high school
diploma. Nine thousand and ten students were served in 83 JCS programs as
documented in the October 2010 CBEDS date, out of an annual average of
over 42,000 (CDE, 2014f).

Additional educational options that may be considered AE programs, but are not
specifically referenced in this study are:


Alternative Schools of Choice, which are described in EC sections 5850058512, are voluntary alternative schools which have the same curriculum,
instruction and performance standards as traditional schools (CDE, 2014g).
These schools differ from traditional settings in that they focus on maximizing
opportunities for school staff and students to “cooperatively develop the
learning process and its subject matter” (CDE, 2014g, para. 4).



Diploma Plus High Schools, public schools which follow a model developed
by the Commonwealth Corporation (CommCorp), a private organization.
These programs serve at risk youth over fifteen years old (CDE, 2014g).
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Independent study programs, which may serve kindergarten to adult students.
These programs typically focus on students with medical problems, have
family or work obligations or who need supports outside of the regular setting
(CDE, 2014g).



Magnet schools are programs which focus instruction within a specific area of
study. Study focus areas may be determined by the governing board, but are
typically in the areas of the arts, languages, science and math, or career (CDE,
2014g).
Common Core and Accountability

Since the passage of NCLB in 2001 every state had adopted standards. However,
there was no uniformity across states regarding what the state standards were or the
assessments used to measure their achievement. Comparisons of states were being made
based on NAEP results and PI status associated with the differing standards and
assessments. Because of this lack of uniformity, in 2007 at the CCSSO Annual Policy
Forum, state education leaders began to discuss the need for consistent learning standards
across the nation. The conversation spread to include the National Governors
Organization (NGO) and Achieve, Inc. and by December of 2008, the three organizations
collaborated to release the report Benchmarking for Success: Ensuring U.S. Students
Receive a World-Class Education. The report outlined “five steps toward building
globally competitive education systems” (National Governors Association, 2008, section
3). The five steps were:
1. Adopt common core standards.
2. Align textbooks, curricula, digital media and assessments.
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3. Revise state policies for recruiting, developing, and supporting teachers and
school leaders.
4. Hold schools and systems accountable
5. Measure state-level education performance globally (National Governors
Association, 2008, section 3).
The NGO and CCSSO wasted no time in starting the process to put the
recommended steps in place and immediately began to develop the CCSS. Over the next
year and a half, workgroups, focus groups, and public comment periods were held and by
June 2010 the final CCSS were released.
The CCSS were created in response to the shortcomings of No Child Left Behind
era standards and assessments. Among those failings were the poor quality of
content standards and assessments and the variability in content expectations and
proficiency targets across states, as well as concerns related to the economic
competitiveness of the nation’s future workforce. (Polikoff, 2014, p. 2)
After 10 years of accountability tied to strict pre-determined annual benchmarks
based on differing measurements and standards nationwide, states began to adopt the
CCSS. According to the CCSS Initiative (2015) website, by June 2014, 43 states, the
District of Columbia, four territories, and the Department of Defense Education Activity
have all adopted the CCSS. “The Common Core focuses on developing the criticalthinking, problem-solving, and analytical skills students will need to be successful”
(Common Core State Standards Initiative [CCSS], 2015, What Parent Should Know
section, para. 2). For the first time in US history states are focusing efforts on standards
consistent across the country. With the implementation of the new standards, states have
23

started to align materials, textbooks, and teaching strategies to help students reach the
rigorous demands of the CCSS (CCSS Initiative, 2015). In addition, two different
assessment consortiums were created to provide the assessments necessary to measure
achievement toward meeting the new standards: Partnership for Assessment of Readiness
for College and Careers (PARCC) and Smarter Balance Assessment Consortium
(SBAC).
In June 2011 California became a governing state within SBAC. After being
awarded $175 million in September 2010 to develop assessments in ELA and
mathematics, “the Smarter Balanced assessment system focuses on the need to strongly
align curriculum, instruction, and assessment, in a way that provides valuable information
to support educational accountability initiatives” (Sireci, 2012, p. 4). Through the use of
computer adaptive assessments districts, schools and teachers will have access to data
that is more focused on what students know, rather than what they don’t (Sireci, 2012).
Accountability Barriers and Needs
Northern (2012) shares “to get real traction from new standards, states must also
install robust accountability systems that incentivize, support, reward, and sanction
districts, schools, students, teachers, and other adults” (para. 1) This final piece of the
puzzle is the challenge that states, including California, are now tackling. As they do, AE
settings continue to ask for a model that addresses the unique population of students they
serve: expelled, truant, significantly behind academically, and/or part of the juvenile
justice system.
As accountability for all students increased with the passage of NCLB, schools
working with the most at-risk populations of students recognized the need to differentiate
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accountability programs for AE settings. California defines AE settings as serving youth
who are habitually truant, irregular in attendance, insubordinate, disorderly, or failing
academically and they may be referred by expulsion, probation, or a SARBs (CDE,
2014g). These schools provide challenging academic curriculum, develop pro-social
skills and resiliency.
Traditional accountability systems cover only reading and mathematics skills and
possibly non-tested measures such as graduation rates and attendance may also be
included (Figlio & Loeb, 2011). These designs lead to students getting the greatest
attention in the identified areas in order to raise perceived achievement, but also affect
which students receive the attention (Figlio & Loeb, 2011). Students who have potential
to cross the threshold from below to proficient (the bubble group) are typically targeted to
provide a perceived gain overall. However, many of the AE settings, such as CDS, are
short-term placements to provide intensive interventions which help students who have
fallen behind for reasons ranging from academic deficiencies, behavior, family
circumstances, or the like (LAO, 2007). Current models do not include students with
short-term enrollments, nor do they take into consideration the starting proficiency level
of students. By neglecting these factors academic achievement may seem non-existent
against traditional measures of accountability for schools serving these high-risk
populations.
Schlessman & Hurtado (2012) state “The failure to differentiate an accountability
framework for alternative schools can lead to negative consequences that affect
alternative schools’ abilities to provide education for at-risk students” (p. 3). They
further state that “despite the role of alternative schools in reducing the dropout rates,
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policy-makers at the state level struggle to differentiate a state accountability framework
that evaluates alternative school effectiveness” (Schlessman & Hurtado, 2012, p. 3).
Even the California LAO (2007) acknowledges “the system fails to provide the most
basic elements of an accountability system” (Chapter 5, para. 1) for alternative programs.
In California, schools are held accountable under two different programs: Federal AYP
and State API. Prior to 2009 the ASAM was a third program. The California LAO
(2007) states “to work effectively, accountability systems must adhere to several design
criteria” (Chapter 5, para. 3) including:
 Student performance measures
 Verifiable data to insure accuracy
 Protect scores from manipulation
 Consequences
According to the LAO (2007), all three of the accountability systems listed
“violate at least one of these criteria in measuring alternative school performance”
(Chapter 5, para. 3). “States and policy-makers have a responsibility to create clear
expectations for quality alternative schools and an accountability system that articulates
how success will be measured” (Schlessman & Hurtado, 2012, p. 23).
States that do not have an accountability framework for alternative schools create
a disincentive for schools to serve at-risk students by labeling alternative schools
based on inappropriate criteria. A specific problem is the lack of consistent
categories used to define which factors to consider when developing a state
accountability system for alternative schools. (Schlessman & Hurtado, 2012, p.
5).
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Current Alternative Education Accountability Models
National
According to the research, six states had adopted AE accountability frameworks
under pre-common core accountability. Those six states are: California, Colorado,
Texas, Florida, Oklahoma, and North Carolina (Almeida, Le, Steinberg, & Cervantes,
2010; Schlessman & Hurtado, 2012). In comparing the different AE accountability
models among states, Schelssman and Hurtado (2012) determined there are three types of
accountability models:
 AE evaluation as a state-wide system. All programs in the state participate in
an annual state-wide evaluation thus determining effectiveness of the statewide
program as a system. Individual school effectiveness is not determined.
 Distinct Accountability for each AE campus. The outcome
designation for alternative schools differs from that of the non-alternative
schools.
 Accountability parallel to traditional schools, but with distinct formulas.
Although the elements of accountability are the same, alternative schools are
held to a different achievement standard to reach the same accountability
designation.
In three of the states, Colorado, Florida and California AE schools may choose
whether to participate in the AE accountability model creating a situation where not all
alternative schools are held to the same expectation (see Table 1 for elements within the
six state models).
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Table 1
Current or Previous State Alternative Accountability Models
State
Colorado

Florida
North Carolina

Oklahoma

Texas

California

Elements
Academic Achievement
Academic Growth
Student Engagement
Postsecondary and Workforce Readiness
Academic Growth
Student Persistence
Student Achievement
Academic Growth
*Effective 2014
Grades
Courses Passed
Absences
Disciplinary Referrals
Performance on the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and
Skills (TAKS),
English Language Learners (ELL) Progress,
Completion Rate
Annual Dropout Rate for grades 7–12
Choice of 15 indicators:
1. Improved Student Behavior
2. Suspension
3. Student Punctuality
4. Sustained Daily Attendance
5. Student Persistence
6. Attendance.
7. Writing Achievement
8. Reading Achievement
9. Math Achievement
10. Promotion to Next Grade
11/12. Course Completion (Actual/Average)
13. Credit Completion (Actual/Average)
14. High School Graduation
15. General Education Development Completion

Note. Elements not numbered were applied to all participating alternative education
programs in the given state. Adapted from State Model Evaluation System, by the
Colorado Department of Education, 2015, [Website]. Copyright 2015 by Colorado
Department of Education; 2011 Guide to Calculating Alternative School Improvement
Ratings, by the Bureau of Accountability Reporting: Division of Accountability,
Research, and Measurement, 2011 [Technical Assistance Paper]; Alternative School
Accountability Model Discussion, by the North Carolina Department of Public
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Instruction, 2014, [pdf]; Alternative Education Programs, by the Oklahoma State
Department of Education, 2015, [Website]. Copyright 2015 by The State of Oklahoma;
2011 Accountability Manual, by the Texas Education Agency: Department of
Assessment, Accountability, and Date Quality Division of Performance Reporting, 2011,
[Website]. Copyright 2011 by the Texas Education Agency; Alternative Schools
Accountability Model Indicators, Restrictions, and Conditions, by the California
Department of Education, 2008 [Website]. Copyright 2015 by the California Department
of Education.

Greatest Common Indicators
Of the six states the greatest common indicator was student achievement on the
state assessment (Schlessman & Hurtado, 2012). In comparing the existing state models
only three elements emerge in at least half of the states: academic achievement, academic
growth, and attendance rate.
Academic achievement. Academic achievement refers to the number of students
who are able to meet the minimum proficiency targets defined by the state, usually on a
state approved assessment. For example, in the state of Colorado, an AE campus is
considered meeting the academic achievement measurement if 60% of the student
population scores proficient or advanced on the statewide assessment (Colorado
Department of Education, 2015). Oddly enough, it is important to point out that in
California although the word achievement is used, a criterion based on statewide
assessment is not addressed as one of the chosen ASAM indicators.
Academic growth. Academic growth requires the analysis of pre and post
assessment results. States determine how many students made academic gains on either
the statewide assessment or other identified measure. California has three indicators that
pertain to academic growth: writing achievement, reading achievement, and math
achievements. For each of the California indicators schools may choose what assessment
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they will use from the state approved list of nine assessment measures (CDE, 2014a).
Because of the choice of available assessments, comparing schools was not possible.
Attendance rate. Attendance rate is the percentage of days students attended
class. These additional criterions were addressed in multiple state models: persistence,
grades, courses passed, discipline and graduation rate. However, the criteria for each of
these measures differ from state to state. In California, it is important to note that only
long-term students are counted when calculating any of the percentages or data. Longterm refers to students continuously enrolled over 90 consecutive instructional days.
Since the implementation of the CCSS, many states have developed or are in the
process of developing new accountability models which may or may not consider AE
settings. With the implementation of the CCSS, aligned assessments, and the availability
of federal waivers, “states (have) substantial flexibility around what grades and subjects
to test and use for accountability. However, the majority of states chose to continue
using only ELA and mathematics for accountability” (Polikoff, McEachin, Wrabel &
Duque, 2014, para. 7). The accountability models that states hold all schools accountable
to continue to vary greatly from state to state despite one of the main premises of CCSS
to align the learning standards and assessments across states. When it comes to
alternative accountability, although most states are still in the development stage, those
that have developed alternative models vary considerably as well. Colorado, for
example, has developed an alternative model that allows the cut points which alternative
schools must achieve to be lower in order to determine performance ratings (Knevals,
2014). Massachusetts, on the other hand, has intentionally avoided developing different
accountability expectations for alternative schools in an effort not to “stigmatize or
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marginalize alternative schools by having a separate system” (Curtin, 2014, Slide 17). Of
the six states with alternative models prior to CCSS, only Texas and Oklahoma have not
adopted the CCSS. The remaining states have adopted CCSS, but are still having
discussions regarding accountability in general, with Colorado having the only official
currently outlined framework.
California
Prior to the passage of NCLB, California attempted to address the accountability
differences of alternative programs by approving the ASAM in 2000. According to the
CDE (2014a), for seven years “from 2001–02 to 2008–09, schools participating in the
ASAM selected three of fifteen indicators, and those three indicators comprised their
school-level ASAM report” (para. 4). JCS were only permitted to select three of seven
indicators due to attendance, discipline, punctuality and persistence not being relevant to
those programs. Twelve of the indicators were non-test based. Three were dependent on
pre-post tests. The 15 indicators as defined in a report to CDE by WestEd in 2009 are:
1. Improved Student Behavior: Percentage of students receiving expulsion
recommendations for inappropriate behavior.
2. Suspension: Percentage of students receiving one or more suspensions.
3. Student Punctuality: Percentage of students arriving at school on time.
4. Sustained Daily Attendance: Percentage of students attending school for a full
day.
5. Student Persistence: Percentage of students not dropping out.
6. Attendance: Percentage of average attendance.
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7. Writing Achievement: One or more pre-post assessments may be used.
Schools may select from sixteen options.
8. Reading Achievement: One or more pre-post assessments may be used.
Schools may select from sixteen options.
9. Math Achievement: One or more pre-post assessments may be used. Schools
may select from sixteen options.
10. Promotion to Next Grade: Percentage of students promoted in elementary
grades.
11/12. Course Completion (Actual/Average): Percentage of courses passed in
middle school or average courses completed monthly in middle school.
13. Credit Completion (Actual/Average): Percentage of credits passed in high
school or average credits earned monthly in high school.
14. High School Graduation: Percentage of students who graduated with 60 or
more units at enrollment.
15. GED Completion: Percentage of students who passed GED or percentage of
GED sections passed. (p. 6)
It is important to note that for the years reported, from 2002 – 2008, indicator four
had “relatively little variation across all years” (West Ed, 2009, p. 6). In addition,
indicator 11 demonstrated “too little variance across schools for indicator to be useful as
a performance measure” (West Ed, 2009, p. 6). The remaining indicators demonstrated
variant levels of growth/decline in the reported years.
Because each school could potentially choose different indicators, it was
impossible to compare alternative schools across the state. The ASAM model was also
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voluntary for schools to participate in and did not circumvent federal accountability
requirements providing no incentive for schools to participate and no relief from PI
consequences.
In a memorandum submitted to members of the State Board of Education in
February of 2006, by Sue Stickel, Deputy Superintendent of Curriculum and Instruction
Branch with the state department of education shared the following as key elements of
ASAM:
 To participate in ASAM, schools must serve a majority of high-risk
students who are: (1) Expelled or under disciplinary sanction; (2) Suspended
more than ten days in school year; (3) Wards or dependents of the court; (4)
Pregnant and /or parenting; (5) Recovered dropouts; (6) Habitually truant or
insubordinate and disorderly; or (7) Retained more than once in kindergarten
through grade eight.
 ASAM counts “long-term” students (those who have been continuously
enrolled for 90 consecutive instructional days) for measurement of the value
added to student performance.
 ASAM eligible schools include community day, continuation, opportunity,
county community, county court, California Youth Authority (CYA), and
alternative schools—including some charter schools—that meet stringent
requirements set by the State Board of Education.
 ASAM schools select and are held accountable on three indicators of
performance or achievement from a list approved by the State Board of
Education.
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 The ASAM provides contextual alternative school accountability data that
focuses on the special missions of these schools and their specific student
populations.
 ASAM schools are most often faced with work on school readiness, behavior,
and pre-learning; student punctuality; attendance in all assigned classes;
dropout prevention; and completing assignments and meeting goals as critical
foundations to improving academic achievement. For most of these students,
ASAM schools are interventions or schools of last resort. The focus of the
ASAM is to measure how well these schools are doing to accomplish their
principal mission: working with high-risk students to help them succeed
educationally, and in life.
 The Subcommittee on Alternative Accountability of the Superintendent’s
Advisory Committee on the Public Schools Accountability Act (PSAA) has
been instrumental in creating ASAM and serving in a consistent advisory
capacity about program issues.
 The ASAM provides school-level accountability for alternative schools
serving highly mobile and highly at-risk students as supplemental information
to NCLB AYP and API requirements.
 The ASAM provides important backup information for the majority of ASAM
schools who do not receive AYP determinations or valid API scores, due to
their difficulties in meeting the requirements of participation in NCLB (e.g.,
test participation rates, time in school, percent proficient in ELA and
mathematics, subgroup numbers, and API requirements, among others).
34

 ASAM schools report their indicator data through the ASAM Online Reporting
System to the CDE at the end of each school year.
 ASAM School Reports based on indicator results are publicly reported on
DataQuest with indicator performance standard levels each school year. The
performance standard levels are Commendable/Sufficient, Growth Plan, and
Immediate Action.


The combination of indicator performance standard levels determines overall
ASAM Accountability Status each year.

In 2009 the CDE stopped collecting ASAM data due to budgetary reasons,
leaving alternative schools accountable only to the state’s other accountability system,
API (CDE, 2014a). Although schools which were previously categorized as ASAM
continue to not receive a school ranking based on the API system, they are expected to
meet expected growth targets along with all schools in the state (CDE, 2014a). Post
CCSS adoption, the state has yet to fully develop a new model of accountability for all
schools, including AE settings. However, conversations and pilots are occurring, in
addition to legislation being pursued.
Accountability Parameters
What a valid accountability model for AE settings looks like, continues to be the
question raised by researchers. Figlio and Loeb (2011) believe an accountability model
with a limited number of outcomes will reduce the educational focus for students.
Whereas, an expansive list of outcomes such as the 15 options within the ASAM model,
decreases reliably and may distract school and district personnel from actual student
achievement (Figlio & Loeb, 2011). Another problem with the ASAM model that needs
35

to be considered when looking at parameters is that most indicators do not reflect actual
learning outcomes (LAO, 2007). Bylsma (2009) believes an alternative accountability
model should start with the model used for all schools. In addition, Figlio and Loeb
(2011) remind us that “accountability systems based on a single year of data (or growth
from one year to the next), as is largely the case in both NCLB and state accountability
systems, are far more likely to misjudge the performance of schools” (p. 396). The
California LAO (2007) recommends an accountability model should first “alter the
attendance rule to capture more students,” (Recommendations section) in addition to
include short-term outcomes and measure individual student growth over time.
In putting the research together an alternative accountability model should have
three main parameters:
1. Start with the model used for all schools.
2. Capture the largest number of students possible.
3. Include short-term outcomes.
Jones (2004) reminds us “to determine how well schools are fulfilling their
responsibilities, multiple measures should be used” (p. 585). Jones (2004) also shares the
following:
Components of a balanced school accountability model: 1) student learning; 2)
opportunity to learn; 3) responsiveness to students, parents, and community; and
4) organizational capacity for improvement. Each of these aspects must be
attended to and fostered by an evaluation system that has a sufficiently high
resolution to take into account the full complexity and scope of modern-day
schools. (p. 586)
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Additional research reminds us “alternative education programs are first and
foremost educational programs, so they need to focus on preparing students academically
while also meeting the additional needs of their students” (Aron, 2006, p. 18). With this
in mind accountability “should include a variety of educational and other outcomes for
participants” (Aron, 2006, p. 18).
Summary
Although educational accountability in the US has been a topic of conversation
dating back before 1966, federal and state legislation has yet to determine a consistent
measure by which to hold AE settings accountable. Research shows states which focus
on standards and accountability persistently have seen increased student performance on
both state and national assessments (Ravitch, 2002). In addition, states are able to collect
more data (Northern, 2012). However, “the challenge for policy-makers at the state-level
is to meet the prescribed state standards of performance while permitting the flexibility
necessary to educate at-risk students” (Schlessman & Hurtado, 2012, p. 4). While states
are creating new accountability models based on CCSS and aligned assessments, it is
critical that accurate measures are included for AE settings as well. However, little or no
attention has been addressed to AE Models of Accountability resulting in minimal
literature on the topic. State and federal accountability systems must acknowledge the
programs which reengage and support students who have not been successful in the
traditional educational setting structure (Almeida, Le, Steinberg, & Cervantes, 2010).
This study aims to define this purpose.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
Utilizing a mixed methods approach, this study will frame what elements and
measures should be included in a statewide accountability model in order to measure
program effectiveness for AE settings. This chapter will describe the study variables
including the research design, study population and sample, data collection and analysis,
as well as study limitations.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this mixed method study is to identify and describe the
accountability elements LEAs are requiring of alternative schools. In addition it was the
purpose of this study to identify the measurements used for the accountability elements.
The final purpose of this study is to identify accountability elements that are
important to include in a statewide AE accountability model as perceived by experts in
the AE field.
Research Questions
1. What elements are LEAs in California requiring alternative education
schools to be held accountable for?
2. What measurements are used for each element described in Research Question
1?
3. Based upon the information gathered in Research Questions 1 and 2, what
elements do experts in the area of alternative education identify as important
to include in a statewide accountability model?
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4. Based upon the elements identified in Research Question 3, what
measurements are most appropriate to include in a statewide accountability
model aligned to the CCSS and smarter balanced assessments?
5. Based upon the information gathered in Research Questions 1-4, what is a
theoretical accountability model for alternative education settings in
California?
Research Design
A mixed methods study will be conducted by performing both a review of
documents and surveys of experts in the field of AE. Document review will produce
archival data to use as a basis for the survey questions. The surveys will first gather
quantitative data in the form of ratings of elements identified through document review
and, second, qualitative data in the form of opinions as to appropriate measurements for
the identified most important elements. By utilizing a mixed method, exploratory design
approach a triangulation may be done between theoretical and applied elements with the
goal of testing for consistency (Patton, 2001). The goal of this study is to develop a
model that is practical and relevant both to policy makers and to those in the field
responsible for program implementation. Using only one approach, either qualitative or
quantitative, has the possibility to limit the scope of the study and in turn provide
insufficient options in order to build a model (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). In
addition, by conducting a thorough analysis of archival data prior to surveying
participants the researcher will be able to ensure programs that differ from the majority,
or that utilize creative methods to hold themselves accountable, will have their
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perspectives shared and considered. An exploratory design will be used by first gathering
qualitative data with which to build the survey (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Archival data
Qualitative research “gather(s) data that must be analyzed through the use of
informed judgment to identify major and minor themes” (Patten, 2012, p. 9). Data may
be obtained in three forms: interviews, observations, and documents (Patton, 2001). The
data that is gleaned from these sources yield detailed information and depth of
understanding into the topic being studied rather than statistics (Patton, 2001). This study
will utilize program documents to determine what themes and categories to focus on.
Patton (2001) states that documents include “written materials and other documents from
organizational, clinical, or programs records…official publications…and written
responses to open-ended surveys” (p. 4). When conducting a qualitative study, the
researcher becomes immersed in the study by becoming the instrument (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2001). Qualitative data gleaned from careful review of
district and County Office LCAPs will “provide a behind-the-scenes look at the
program(s) that may not be directly observable” (Patton, 2001, p. 307).
“Quantitative research designs emphasize objectivity in measuring and describing
phenomena” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 21). By utilizing surveys, a nonexperimental research design will be followed in which data is presented as quantities or
numbers (Patten, 2012, p. 19). The researcher is an outsider gathering the information in
order to avoid bias (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
This study will be conducted in three phases. Phase I will answer Research
Questions 1 and 2, what elements are LEAs holding themselves accountable to, how are
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they measuring achievement of those elements, and will highlight any
elements/measurements are unique that may provide a different perspective into the topic.
Phase II narrows down the elements to those which experts in the field perceive to be
valid and reliable elements and measurements for these elements to be included in a
statewide accountability model. During Phase III the researcher will develop a
theoretical model based on the data gathered from Phase I and II.
Population
A population is the “total group to which results can be generalized” (McMillan
& Schumacher, 2010). The population for this study is all AE schools in California. The
target population is AE schools which are listed on the CDE website as voluntarily
participating in the ASAM in California during the 2013-14 academic year.
Phase I: Population
In Phase I of the study the population will consist of LEAs that have AE programs
identified as participating in the ASAM in the 2013-14 academic year. Even though
California no longer collects data for ASAM purposes, in the 2013-2014 academic year
516 LEAs operated at least one ASAM identified school. LEAs can be either a County
Office of Education (COE) or a local school district. There are 58 COEs and 458
districts which operate ASAM programs. Each COE and district was required to develop
a LCAP that must include annual goals and how they will determine the goals have been
met (CDE, 2014e). By referring to the LCAPs the researcher will identify what elements
the districts and COE hold their alternative schools accountable for. Overall, there are a
possible 516 LCAPs to review and analyze (see Table 2).
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Table 2
Phase I Population
LEA

No. of LEAs Operated by Government Agencies

COE

58

District

458

Total LCAP
516
Note. LEAs = Local Educational Agencies; LCAP = Local Control Accountability Plan.
Adapted from ASAM, by the California Department of Education, 2013-2014, [Website].
Copyright 2015 by California Department of Education.

Phase II: Population
The population in Phase II of the study will be experts from AE programs
throughout the state of California. The Merriam-Webster dictionary (2014) defines an
expert as “having or showing special skill or knowledge because of what you have been
taught or what you have experienced” (Expert section, para. 1). For the purpose of this
study, experts are defined based on the ACSA Administrator of the Year criteria, with a
focus on AE, which are:
 Exceptional leadership in managing (alternative) school programs.
 Commitment to educational quality and student achievement.
 Commitment to professional growth and innovation in dealing with issues and
problems facing public (alternative) education.
 Current or former (alternative) high school principal (ACSA, 2014, Awards
Overview section).
An additional criterion, added by the researcher is:
 Qualified AE administrator willing to participate in the study.
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 Has responsibility for the oversight and administration of the testing program
at the AE Site.
Experts will be identified and recommended to participate in the study by senior
administrators who have knowledge of their experience and performance as AE
administrators.
Sample
A sample is a “group of individuals from whom data are collected” (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010, p. 129). A purposeful sampling will be utilized to obtain a realistic
sample size (Patton, 2001, p. 240). With a purposeful sampling, study subjects are
selected based on specific characteristics (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
In order to obtain a representative sample, LEAs will be organized into the 11
regions as identified by the California County Superintendents Educational Services
Association (CCSESA) (2015) (see Table 3).
Table 3
CCSESA Regions
CCSESA
Counties Within Each Region
Regions
1
Del Norte, Humboldt, Lake Mendocino, Sonoma
2
Butte, Glenn, Lassen, Modoc, Plumas, Shasta, Siskiyou, Tehama, Trinity
3
Alpine, Colusa, El Dorado, Placer, Nevada Sacramento, Sierra, Sutter,
Yolo, Yuba
4
Alameda, Contra Costa, Marin, Napa, San Francisco, San Mateo, Solano
5
Monterey, San Benito, Santa Clara, Santa Cruz
6
Amador, Calaveras, San Joaquin, Stanislaus, Tuolumne
7
Kings, Fresno, Madera, Mariposa, Merced, Tulare
8
Kern, San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, Ventura
9
Imperial, Orange, San Diego
Note. CCSESA = California County Superintendents Educational Services Association.
(continued)
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Table 3
CCSESA Regions
CCSESA
Counties Within Each Region
Regions
10
Inyo, Mono, Riverside, San Bernardino
11
Los Angeles
Note. CCSESA = California County Superintendents Educational Services Association.
Adapted from Region Map, by the California County Superintendents Education Services
Association, 2015, [Website]. Copyright 2015 by CCSESA.

Phase I: Sample
In Phase I of the study a representative sample will be achieved by randomly
selecting LEAs from each CCSESA designated region. COE and District LCAPs will be
chosen randomly from the 11 identified regions. The researcher has chosen to evaluate
the components of 55 LCAPs, or approximately 10% of the population. One COE LCAP
from each region will be selected and 44 district LCAPs, chosen equally from each of the
11 regions (see Table 4). To authentically randomly choose the LCAPs being analyzed
under each region, each COE and district within a given region will be assigned a number
and a random number generator, found at random.org, will determine which LCAPs will
be analyzed.
Table 4
LCAP Population and Sample
LEA
COE
District
Total LCAPs

Population
58
458
516

Sample
11
44
55

Note. LEA = Local Education Agency; COE = County Office of Education; LCAPs =
Local Control Accountability Plans. Adapted from Active ASAM Schools, by California
Department of Education, 2014, [Website]. Copyright 2015 by California Department of
Education.
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Phase II:Sample
Experts from AE programs across California will be asked to participate in the
survey to determine the elements necessary for an effective accountability model. A
random cluster sampling method will be utilized to determine what district school
programs experts will be chosen from (Patton, 2001). With this type of sampling
participants are first clustered together (based on regions) then chosen so that each
member of the cluster within each region has an equal probability of being selected
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Schools from 17 different districts will be chosen
from each CCSESA region for a total of 187 district schools represented. Random
selection will be used by assigning each school in a given region a number and using a
random number generator, found at random.org, to select the chosen schools. In addition,
22 schools operated by COEs will be asked to participate based the same sampling
method (two per region). Random selection will be done in the same manner as district
schools. A total of 20% of the ASAM designated schools will be represented in the
Phase II population sample (see Table 5).
Table 5
Survey Population and Sample
No. of Schools Operated by
Government Agency
Sample
COE
177
22
District
866
187
Total Schools
1,043
209
Note. LEA = Local Education Agency, COE = County Office of Education. Adapted
from Active ASAM Schools, by California Department of Education, 2014, [Website].
Copyright 2015 by California Department of Education.
LEA
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Once schools are chosen, a nonprobability convenience, yet purposeful, sampling
will be used to identify survey participants. Administrators or staff responsible for
testing from the schools chosen will be asked to volunteer as participants. Experts will be
determined based on the Administrator of the Year criteria, with a focus on AE, which
are:
 Exceptional leadership in managing (alternative) school programs.
 Commitment to educational quality and student achievement.
 Commitment to professional growth and innovation in dealing with issues and
problems facing public (alternative) education.
 Current or former (alternative) high school principal (ACSA, 2014, Awards
Overview section, para. 21).
An additional criterion, added by the researcher is:
 Qualified AE administrator willing to participate in the study.
 Has responsibility for the oversight and administration of the testing program
at the AE site.
During Phase II a non-random convenience, yet purposeful, sample will be
utilized to test the model against current programs. Based on the schools chosen to
participate in the survey phase, five schools will be asked to voluntarily provide
information based on the study findings. This data will be used to generate a theoretical
accountability model with outcomes.
Before, during, and after the collection of data for this study the participants’
identity, responses, and all other information will be kept confidential. No participant
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will be able to identify any other participant or their responses. All data will be
maintained by the researcher in a password protected file on her hard drive.
Data Collection
Prior to the collection of any data for this study, approval for the study will be
obtained through the Brandman University Institutional Review Board (BUIRB) (see
Appendix B).
The study will be conducted in three Phases: qualitative inquiry, surveying, and
model development.
Phase I: Data Collection
The purpose of Phase I is to answer Research Questions 1 and 2 by constructing a
list of previously identified elements, and appropriate measures for each, in which to
frame the conversation regarding elements and measurements of alternative
accountability. Each district and COE is required to post their LCAP on the
organizations website. Each of the 55 plans selected will be downloaded and placed in an
electronic file for analysis. In order to organize the data the researcher will utilize
Microsoft excel spreadsheets to list and organize coded data.
According to Patton (2001) a “qualitative inquiry makes it possible to get into the
field quickly to study emerging phenomena and assess quickly developing situations in a
world of rapid change” (p. 195). Patton (2001) also states that qualitative inquiry helps to
“discover, capture, present, and preserve the stories of organizations” (p. 196). By
researching and coding the district LCAP’s, the elements that districts value and how
they evaluate those elements will be incorporated into the developed accountability
model.
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Phase II: Data Collection
In order to answer Research Questions 3 and 4, Phase II will utilize two surveys
to identify the most appropriate and reliable elements of an alternative accountability
model (see Appendix C and D). Within Phase II, experts construct the context for each
of the desired elements as well as provide relevance to each. Participants will be
provided a two week window in which to complete each online survey. The surveys will
be disseminated via the online program found at www.surveymonkey.com.
Survey 1. The survey will first ask for respondent demographic data such as type
of alternative program, years of service, and geographic location within the state.
The second section of the survey will ask participants to rate the relevance
(critically relevant, somewhat relevant, and not relevant) of each category that was
identified in Phase I for a state accountability model.
Subsequent sections will focus on the elements associated with each category.
Within each category section participants will be provided the list of elements determined
from the LCAP review and asked to rank the elements in order of importance and validity
in an accountability model for AE settings. Participants will also be asked to explain the
reasoning in determining the top and bottom elements in each focus area in relation to
relevance in measuring program effectiveness.
A separate section of the survey will highlight the unique elements identified
giving participants an opportunity to consider them individually and determine
applicability across programs.
The final section of the survey will prompt participants to provide any additional
insight and information relevant to the study.
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Survey 2 – qualitative. After determining the most important elements to be
included in an AE accountability model from Survey 1, Survey 2 will be developed based
on the most important elements identified from Survey 1. Participants will be asked to
identify and describe the measurements that they believe are most appropriate for each
element identified in Survey 1.
Phase III: Model Development
During the final phase of the study a theoretical accountability model with
outcomes will be created based on the data gathered from Research Questions 1-4.
Data Analysis
Phase I: Data Analysis
The LCAP is based on a state provided template and includes goals specific to
five priorities: conditions of learning, pupil outcomes, engagement, local priorities, and
unique subgroups (CDE, 2014e). A goal may address multiple priorities and thus the
associated accountability element and measurement may not be specific to a designated
priority. A chart will be created that identifies elements that the districts have chosen to
hold themselves accountable to within each of the five priorities. Measures for each
element will be listed in the table next to each element. The elements will be categorized
based on common characteristics/priorities determined from the analysis. Elements that
are unique to a district or COE will be designated by a specific symbol or color as will
the five elements most commonly identified across multiple focus areas.
Phase II: Data Analysis
Survey 1. The quantitative phase of the study will be analyzed in multiple steps in
order to arrange the data in a way that yields to the creation of a usable model. The first
49

level of analysis will be to determine the relevance of the categories identified in Phase I
of the study. The category ratings will be: critically relevant, somewhat relevant, and not
relevant. Each category rating will be designated a score from 1-3; 1 representing
critically relevant, 2 is somewhat relevant and 3 not relevant. Each category will be
ranked based on the mean score obtained. If any category receives all not relevant ratings
it will be removed from any further analysis.
Elements within each category will then be analyzed to determine their
importance based on a six-point Likert scale: very important, moderately important,
slightly important, slightly unimportant, moderately unimportant, and very important.
Participants will explain their top and bottom five choices within each category.
Elements with a combined number of participants equal to or greater than 95% indicating
either very important or moderately important will be included in Survey 2 for further
analysis.
Survey 2. The measurements identified for each element from Survey 1 will be
identified and the entire data received will be placed in a matrix and coded. Themes will
be identified from the coded information to support the development of a model.
Measurements for each of the top five elements will be listed. Each measure will
be compared to the new SBAC Assessments. The comparison will focus on method,
frequency, and purpose to determine if any alignment exists. If no alignment exists, the
measure will be analyzed for current availability across districts and cost associated with
implementation and tracking.
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Phase III: Model Development
In Phase III the researcher will evaluate the findings to create a model of AE
accountability that aligns with current assessments and proposed future legislation and
regulations. Consideration will be given to feasibility, cost and tracking capabilities
currently available at the state level.
Reliability and Validity
By triangulating data utilizing multiple methods, qualitative and quantitative the
study is strengthened (Patton, 2001). The use of document analysis, rankings, and openended inquiry creates a data triangulation that supports and validates the credibility of the
themes, elements and measurements found within the documents.
Field Test Reliability
The survey instrument will be field tested by five AE experts readily available to
the researcher. Responses gathered in the field test will not be included in the final study
analysis, but used to measure the understandability and validate the instrument. Based on
the field test, the instrument may be modified to ensure clarity of questions and purpose.
Content Validity
Without first exploring the methods by which AE programs are holding
themselves accountable the researcher would be left with having to utilize methods which
may decrease the reliability of the elements and measurements achieved. Patton (2001)
states that “for desired program outcomes where measures have not been developed and
tested, it can be more appropriate to gather descriptive information…than to use some
scale that has the merit of being quantitative but whose validity and reliability are
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suspect” (p. 192). The qualitative inquiry phase was a reasonable starting point to
determine possible measures in the research and create content validity (Patton, 2001).
Limitations
Although the LCAPs of over 50 districts and COE are being reviewed, a
limitation to the study is still that not every AE program within the state is represented in
the sample. Another limitation is in regards to the selective nature of the sample asked to
participate in the quantitative phase of the study. Again, not all AE programs will be
represented in narrowing down the elements to the most relevant. However, the most
important limitation is time. The educational environment is in the midst of change as
CCSS is being implemented and new assessment and accountability systems are being
developed, therefore, timely research and development of a valid and reliable model is
necessary.
Summary
This study aims to determine elements of an accountability model for AE settings
that is aligned with state and federal accountability requirements. Using the mixed
methods research LEAs, COEs, and experts are able to collectively provide input as to
the elements of accountability that will accurately measure program effectiveness in
settings that primarily serve youth which are behind academically due to multiple factors
including behavior, attendance, and academic abilities. The elements and their chosen
measurements identified will be used to create an accountability model that is unique to
the population that is traditionally served in alternative education settings, while still
aligning to state and federal accountability guidelines.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Overview
The goal of this study is to develop a theoretical accountability model for AE
settings. This chapter will describe the overarching categories which were developed
based on common themes determined from the analysis of LCAPs and the elements that
may be classified into each category. The research findings to determine which
categories and elements are most relevant and important pertaining to a theoretical model
will also be provided. In addition, the chapter will describe how these elements may be
measured within a theoretical model. A brief summary of the background of the study
will be presented prior to the presentation of the analysis. The chapter will conclude with
a summary of the research.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this mixed method study is to identify and describe the
accountability elements LEAs are requiring of alternative schools. In addition it was the
purpose of this study to identify the measurements used for the accountability elements.
The final purpose of this study is to identify accountability elements that are
important to include in a statewide AE accountability model as perceived by experts in
the area of alternative education.
Research Questions
1. What elements are LEAs in California requiring alternative education schools
to be held accountable for?
2. What measurements are used for each element described in Research Question
1?
53

3. Based upon the information gathered in Research Questions 1 and 2, what
elements do experts in the area of alternative education identify as important
to include in a statewide accountability model?
4. Based upon the elements identified in Research Question 3, what
measurements are most appropriate to include in a statewide accountability
model aligned to CCSS and smarter balanced assessments?
5. Based upon the information gathered in Research Questions 1-4, what is a
theoretical accountability model for alternative education settings in
California?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
A mixed methods study was conducted by performing both a review of
documents and surveys of experts in the field of AE. Document review produced
archival data to use as a basis for survey questions. The surveys then gathered
quantitative data in the form of ratings of elements identified through the document
review and, second, qualitative data in the form of opinions as to appropriate
measurements for the identified most important elements. By utilizing a mixed method,
exploratory design approach triangulation occurred between theoretical and applied
elements with the goal of testing for consistency (Patton, 2001).
Upon receiving BUIRB approval the study began by completing a thorough
analysis of LCAP documents. An introduction letter was then sent to participants that
included information about the study. A link to the first survey was included in the
introduction letter inviting them to participate. Upon receiving over 25% of the
participant responses the data was then analyzed and the second survey was created.
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Participants were then given one week to respond to the second survey, a reminder was
sent out mid-week via email.
Presentation and Analysis of the Data
Phase I: Document Analysis
Phase I answered Research Question 1 and 2 and provides the basis for the
surveys that were distributed in phase II. A list of elements that LEA’s are holding
themselves accountable to was developed based on the analysis of the documents.
Population. The population in Phase I of the study consisted of LEAs that have
AE programs identified as participating in the ASAM in the 2013-14 academic year.
Even though California no longer collects data for ASAM purposes, in the 2013-2014
academic year 516 LEAs operated at least one ASAM identified school. LEAs can be
either a COE or a local school district. There were 58 COE and 458 districts which
operate ASAM programs. Each COE and district was required to develop a LCAP that
must include annual goals and how they will determine the goals have been met (CDE,
2014e). Overall, there were a possible 516 LCAPs available to review and analyze.
Sample. The COE and District LCAPs which were reviewed for the study were
first clustered, based on their counties, into 11 regions. One COE LCAP from each
region was randomly selected and 44 district LCAP’s, chosen equally from each of the 11
regions. Of the 55 LCAP’s analyzed, all of the COE and only nine of the district LCAPs,
20 total, had elements specifically focused on the achievement of their alternative school
settings (see Table 6).
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Table 6
LCAP Analysis

Type of LEA
COE
District

Population

Sample

Had Specific AE
Components

58

11

11

458

44

9
55
Total LCAPs
516
analyzed
20
Note. LEA =Local Education Agency; COE = County Office of Education; AE =
alternative education. Adapted from Active ASAM Schools, 2013-2014, by the California
Department of Education, 2015, [Website]. Copyright 2015 by California Department of
Education.

Research question 1. The first Research Question was: What elements are LEAs
in California requiring alternative education schools to be held accountable for?
The elements that LEA’s are holding their AE accountable to as identified in the
LCAP analysis could be classified into eight categories: student engagement, school
climate, student behavior, staffing, access to services, academic achievement, facilities,
and stakeholder involvement. Each category has from 2 - 20 elements which could be
considered as a possible valid and reliable indicator in an AE setting accountability
model (see Table 7).
The categories and associated elements gleaned from the analyzed LCAPs as
areas of focus for the AE schools within each COE and district are:
1. Student Engagement: Elements which demonstrate student participation
within the school. Elements include: attendance rates, graduation rate, and
involvement in extra activities/athletics.
2. School Climate: “The feelings and attitudes that are elicited by a school’s
environment” (Loukas, 2007, para. 1). Elements that may demonstrate the
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feelings and attitudes within a school are: school wide attendance rates,
individual attendance, discipline referrals, focus on students, parent
participation, safe environment, and suspension rates.
3. Student Behavior: How a student acts within the school environment as
measured by discipline referrals, student attendance rates, and suspension
rates.
4. Staffing: The knowledge, skills, and numbers of staff that work within the
school. Elements include: teacher credentials, highly qualified teacher status,
staff development opportunities, staff to student ratios, teacher retention rates,
and teacher salary scales.
5. Access to Services: A broad category that includes access to the following
elements: course access, instructional minutes, materials, highly qualified
instruction, and coordination of services from various programs and agencies.
6. Academic Achievement: Academic achievement within various areas as
identified by the following elements: A-G course completion, advanced
placement courses passing rates, CAHSEE passage, career readiness, college
readiness, credit completion, English learner proficiency, English learner
reclassification, English learner progress toward proficiency, reading/language
arts school wide achievement, reading/language arts individual progress, math
school wide achievement, math individual progress, science school wide
achievement, science individual achievement, G.E.D. passage, meeting
graduation requirements, enrollment in post-secondary education, transition to
other settings (district/college/career), and recidivism.
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7. Facilities: The part of the environment that focuses on the brick and mortar
components of the school. Elements included are facilities in good repair, and
safe environment.
8. Stakeholder Involvement: Involvement from outside agencies, parents, and
community. Elements include: communication, coordination of services,
parent participation, and rehabilitation services.
Table 7
LCAP Elements by Category
CATEGORY
ELEMENTS
Academic Achievement
A-G completion
Academic Achievement
AP passing rate
Academic Achievement
CAHSEE passage
Academic Achievement
Career Readiness
Academic Achievement
College Readiness
Academic Achievement
Credit Completion
Academic Achievement
EL proficiency
Academic Achievement
EL reclassification
Academic Achievement
ELA Achievement
Academic Achievement
ELA individual progress
Academic Achievement
ELD progress
Academic Achievement
Enrollment in Post-Secondary Education
Academic Achievement
GED passage
Academic Achievement
Individual student progress in Math
Academic Achievement
Math Achievement
Academic Achievement
Meeting graduation requirement
Academic Achievement
Recidivism
Academic Achievement
Science Gains
Academic Achievement
Transition to college / career
Academic Achievement
Transition to other settings
Access to Services
Course Access
High quality instruction
Access to Services
Instructional Minutes
Access to Services
Note. AP = advanced placement; CAHSEE = California High School Exit Examination;
EL = English learner; ELA = English language arts; ELD = English language
development; GED = General Education Development.
(continued)
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Table 7
LCAP Elements by Category
CATEGORY
ELEMENTS
Materials
Access to Services
Coordination of Services
Access to Services
Attendance Rates
School Climate
Discipline Referrals
School Climate
Focus on students
School Climate
Individual Attendance Improvement
School Climate
Safe Environment
School Climate
Suspension rate
School Climate
Parent Participation
School Climate
Teacher Credentials
Staffing
Highly Qualified Teacher Status
Staffing
Staff Development Opportunities
Staffing
Staff to Student Ratios
Staffing
Teacher Retention Rates
Staffing
Teacher Salary Scales
Staffing
Facilities good repair
Facilities
Safe Environment
Facilities
Communication
Stakeholder Involvement
Coordination of services
Stakeholder Involvement
Parent Participation
Stakeholder Involvement
Rehabilitation services
Stakeholder Involvement
Discipline Referrals
Student behavior
Student Attendance
Student behavior
Suspension rate
Student behavior
Attendance
Student Engagement
Involvement in Extra Activities/Athletics
Student Engagement
Graduation
Student Engagement
Note. AP = advanced placement; CAHSEE = California High School Exit Examination;
EL = English learner; ELA = English language arts; ELD = English language
development; GED = General Education Development.
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Research question 2. Research Question 2 is: What measurements are used for each
element described in Research Question 1?
The analysis of the LCAPs gleaned an expansive list of possible measurement
methods and tools for the 50 elements identified. The measures included both formative
and summative assessments as well as state collected measures. In addition to these more
formal measures, such as benchmark assessments and state collected data, LEAs
incorporated surveys and observational data. Due to the expansive list of measures for
the full 50 elements, the following is a summary of the measures for the elements
determined in Research Question 3 to be the most relevant to accountability (see Table
8).
Table 8
Measurements LEAs are Using
ELEMENTS
CAHSEE passage

Career Readiness
Credit Completion
Facilities good repair
Focus on students
High quality
instruction
Meeting graduation
requirement

MEASUREMENTS (LCAP)
CAHSEE Scores, CAHSEE Passage rates
Career Readiness Assessment, Parent surveys, student surveys
CTE Course offerings, CTE Certificated Staff data, CTE
Enrollment, College/CTE tracking
Credit completion numbers, CAHSEE passage, Attendance
rates, Drop-out data
FIT survey, Williams reports, tech plan data, SBAC data
Course of study, professional development, instructional
materials inventory, state assessment data
No measures were identified

Graduation rate
Attendance, Discipline records, assessments, suspension rates,
Safe Environment
student surveys, Williams reports, Healthy Kids survey
Staff to student ratios Teacher to student ratio
Note. LCAP = Local Control and Accountability Plan; CAHSEE = California High
School Exit Examination; CTE = Career and Technical Education; FIT = facility
inspection tool; SBAC = Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium.
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Phase II: Surveys
This phase was completed in two rounds of surveys and addressed Research
Questions 2 - 3. The first survey sought to determine if the categories derived from
Phase I were relevant to AE accountability. It further attempted to narrow down the 50
elements to determine which are the most important to include in a statewide
accountability model.
The purpose of the second survey was to gain information regarding what
measures would best be utilized to determine if the narrowed down elements were being
met. This data was then combines with measures identified in the LCAPs to build a
comprehensive list of measurements available. In addition, the elements identified and
included in survey 2 would be further ranked by order of importance within a statewide
accountability model to narrow down the elements further to determine the most
important elements to include within a statewide accountability model for AE settings.
Population. The population in Phase II of the study included experts from AE
programs throughout the state of California. The Merriam-Webster dictionary (2014)
defines an expert as “having or showing special skill or knowledge because of what you
have been taught or what you have experienced” (Expert section, para 1). For the
purpose of this study, experts are defined based on the ACSA Administrator of the Year
criteria, with a focus on AE, which are:
 Exceptional leadership in managing (alternative) school programs.
 Commitment to educational quality and student achievement.


Commitment to professional growth and innovation in dealing with issues and
problems facing public (alternative) education.
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Current or former (alternative) high school principal (ACSA, 2014, “Awards
Overview”).

An additional criterion, added by the researcher is:


Qualified alternative education administrator willing to participate in the
study.



Has responsibility for the oversight and administration of the testing program
at the Alternative Education Site.

Experts were identified and recommended to participate in the study by senior
administrators who have knowledge of their experience and performance as AE
administrators.
Sample. In order to obtain a representative sample, LEAs were organized into 11
regions as identified by the CCSESA (2015) (see Table 9).
Table 9
CCSESA Regions
CCSESA
Regions

Counties Within Each Region

1
2
3

Del Norte, Humboldt, Lake Mendocino, Sonoma
Butte, Glenn, Lassen, Modoc, Plumas, Shasta, Siskiyou, Tehama, Trinity
Alpine, Colusa, El Dorado, Placer, Nevada Sacramento, Sierra, Sutter,
Yolo, Yuba
4
Alameda, Contra Costa, Marin, Napa, San Francisco, San Mateo, Solano
5
Monterey, San Benito, Santa Clara, Santa Cruz
6
Amador, Calaveras, San Joaquin, Stanislaus, Tuolumne
7
Kings, Fresno, Madera, Mariposa, Merced, Tulare
8
Kern, San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, Ventura
9
Imperial, Orange, San Diego
10
Inyo, Mono, Riverside, San Bernardino
11
Los Angeles
Note. CCSESA = California County Superintendents Educational Services Association.
Adapted from Region Map, by the California County Superintendents Education Services
Association, 2015, [Website]. Copyright 2015 by CCSESA.
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A random cluster sampling method was utilized to determine what district school
programs experts were chosen from (Patton, 2001). With this type of sampling, schools
were first clustered together (based on regions) then chosen so that each member of the
cluster within each region has an equal probability of being selected (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). Representatives from 17 district schools were chosen from each
CCSESA region for a total of 187 district schools represented. In addition, individuals
from 22 alternative schools operated by COEs were asked to participate based on the
same sampling method (two per region). A total of 20% of the ASAM designated
schools were asked to participate in the Phase II population sample.
Demographic data. Individuals representing 49 districts and eight COE, totaling
57 schools, answered survey 1. Twenty-four districts and two COE sites were
represented in survey 2 for a total of 26 responses to survey 2 (see Table 10).
Table 10
Survey Participation
Participated in
Participated in
Type of LEA
Sample Invited
Survey 1
Survey 2
COE
22
8
2
District
187
49
24
TOTAL
209
57
26
Note. LEA = Local Education Agency; COE = County Office of Education.
Participants represent the five school types defined as AE settings: community
day, continuation, county community, juvenile court, and opportunity. Individuals could
choose one or more categories and were also given the option to choose “other” if they
did not directly associate with the state identified programs. Fourteen percent of survey 1
participants and 31% of survey 2 participants defined themselves in the “other” category
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and stated they represented independent study programs or charter schools that work with
students that would otherwise attend a defined AE setting. Over 80% of the participants
defined themselves as working with a continuation school program. Only 14% were
representative of the COE programs, county community and juvenile court school, for the
first survey and 7% in the second survey. Twenty of the 57 participants in survey 1 and
13 of the 26 in survey 2 represented more than one school program. Figures 2 and 3
represent what type of AE programs were represented by participants in the surveys.

3.51%
7.02%

14.04%

19.30%

Community Day School
Continuation

7.02%

County Community
Juvenile Court
Opportunity
82.46%

Other

Figure 2. Program association of respondents – Survey 1

30.77%

26.92%

0.00%

Community Day School
Continuation

3.85%

County Community

3.85%

Juvenile Court
Opportunity
84.62%

Figure 3. Program association of respondents – Survey 2
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Other

The average years of service for the respondents is five years, with 17.55%
having over eight years of experience and 42.10% stated they have less than three years
of experience within the specific AE setting. Each of the 11 regions was represented in
the participating sample for survey 1. Regions eight and 10 were the only regions not
represented in survey 2 results.
Specific data was not collected regarding the grade span of the experts.
However, open ended responses from elementary level experts demonstrated most self
selected not to participate. Thus, the experts are assumed to have a middle or high school
level focus.
Research question 3. Research Question 3 was: Based upon the information
gathered in Research Questions 1-2, what elements do experts in the area of Alternative
Education identify as important to include in a statewide accountability model?
In survey 1 the 50 elements gleaned from the LCAP analyses were presented to
survey participants who were asked to rate the importance of each. Each element was
rated based on a six-point Likert scale: very important, moderately important, slightly
important, slightly unimportant, moderately unimportant, and very unimportant. Nine
elements that scored by over 95% of participants in the very important and moderately
important categories combined were then presented in survey 2 for further participant
feedback. Participants were asked to force rank the nine elements listed in survey 2 and
provided information regarding appropriate measurements for each element. This section
will describe in more detail the nine elements which were included in survey 2. Rating
data on all 50 elements, full survey 1 and 2 responses, as well as the full text of all
comments, may be found in Appendix E and F.
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One element, meeting graduation requirements, was deemed very important by
100% of those surveyed. Eight additional elements were rated very important and
moderately important (combined) by over 95% surveyed (see Table 11). The safe
environment element received this rank within two categories.
Table 11
Eleven Highest Rated Important Elements
Highest Rated
Important
Elements–

Very
Important

Moderately
Important

Slightly
Important

Slightly
Unimportant

Meeting
Graduation
Requirements 100.00%
0.00%
0.00%
0.00%
Safe
Environment
(Facilities)
95.56%
4.44%
0.00%
0.00%
Credit
Completion
93.62%
6.38%
0.00%
0.00%
CAHSEE
Passage
91.49%
4.26%
0.00%
2.13%
Focus on
Students
91.11%
6.67%
0.00%
2.22%
Staff to
Student
Ratios
91.11%
4.44%
0.00%
2.22%
Safe
Environment
(School
Climate)
88.89%
8.89%
2.22%
0.00%
High Quality
Instruction
88.64%
9.09%
0.00%
0.00%
Graduation
Rate
81.82%
15.91%
2.27%
0.00%
Career
Readiness
78.26%
17.39%
4.35%
0.00%
Facilities in
Good Repair
72.09%
23.26%
4.65%
0.00%
Note. CAHSEE = California High School Exit Examination
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Moderately
Unimportant

Very
Unimportant

0.00%

0.00%

0.00%

0.00%

0.00%

0.00%

2.13%

0.00%

0.00%

0.00%

0.00%

2.22%

0.00%

0.00%

2.27%

0.00%

0.00%

0.00%

0.00%

0.00%

0.00%

0.00%

Feedback from the experts, and the ranking of the elements provides additional
support as to why the most relevant elements should be included in accountability and are
listed as follows:
1. Meeting graduation requirements (Academic Achievement). 100% of those
surveyed rated this element as being very important to AE accountability.


Forced ranking score: 3

 Statements made by participants regarding this element:
o “Meeting grad requirements is important for allowing choice in one’s
future.”
o “In alternative education, progress toward graduation…is what is most
important.”
o “The number of students that graduate is the most important data to
look at.”
2. Focus on students (School Climate). 97.73% of those surveyed rated this
element as being very important or moderately important.


Forced ranking score: 1



Statements made by participants regarding this element:
o “Many of our students have failed at their academics before, and it
takes time and caring for us to help them turn their life around.”

3. Credit Completion (Academic Achievement). 100% of those surveyed rated
this element as being very important or moderately important.


Forced ranking score: 5



Statements made by participants regarding this element:
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o “Individual progress and timely credit recovery lead to a sense of
success and opportunities.”
o “Credit completion is a more accurate measure than just grades.”
o “Earning credits in a timely manner also impacts their ability to
graduate.”
4. Safe Environment (School Climate and Facilities). 97.73% of those surveyed
rated this element as being very important or moderately important.


Forced ranking score: 4



Statements made by participants regarding this element:
o “If a school is not a safe place physically and emotionally for students,
they will not show up.”

5. CAHSEE Passage (Academic Achievement). 95.38% of those surveyed rated
this element as being very important or moderately important.


Forced ranking score: 6



Statements made by participants regarding this element:
o “CAHSEE passage impacts ability to graduate.”
o “Passing the CAHSEE is a huge hurdle and once the student has
passed he/she can concentrate on graduating.”

6. Career Readiness (Academic Achievement). 95.56% of those surveyed rated
this element as being very important or moderately important.


Forced ranking score: 7



Statements made by participants regarding this element:
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o “Not every student knows what career they want so I believe the
exposure to careers is essential.”
7. High Quality Instruction (Access to Services). 97.67% of those surveyed rated
this element as being very important or moderately important.


Forced ranking score: 2



Statements made by participants regarding this element:
o “High quality teachers and their relationship with students inspire kids
to try again and succeed in planning their futures endearing a high
school diploma.”

8. Staff to Student Ratios (Staffing). 95.46% of those surveyed rated this element
as being very important or moderately important.


Forced ranking score: 8



Statements made by participants regarding this element:
o “Class sizes’ being smaller is typically what makes alternative ed
settings so successful for students who struggle in the comprehensive
school.”

9. Facilities in Good Repair (Facilities). 95.24% of those surveyed rated this
element as being very important or moderately important.


Forced ranking score: 9



Statements made by participants regarding this element:
o “Attending a facility that is in good repair increase student selfconfidence.”
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Research question 4. Research Question 4 was: what measurements are most
appropriate to include in a statewide accountability model aligned to Common Core and
smarter balanced assessments?
The nine most relevant elements to an accountability model and possible
measures, as identified by the experts and LCAP analysis were as follows:


Meeting graduation requirements (Academic Achievement). 60.87% follow
district of residence requirements for graduation. However, it was noted that
all districts are not equal in their individual requirements. 39.13% minimum
state requirements and 17.39% less than the district required, but greater than
the state minimum



Focus on students (School Climate). Surveys, Student participation in
activities and committees, Attendance data, Graduation rate, Discipline data,
Counselor to student ratios, Academic assessment scores



Credit Completion (Academic Achievement). Credits attempted and credits
earned, Graduation rate, “Percentage of students that earn 15 or more credits
each quarter, indicating they are on-track for graduation.”, and End of course
assessment results



Safe Environment (School Climate and Facilities). Discipline data, School
safety survey, Healthy Kids survey, Attendance data, Williams inspection
(facilities)



CAHSEE Passage (Academic Achievement). CAHSEE passage rate using the
minimum passing score (350), Growth model, Include passage of the High
School Equivalency Test.
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Career Readiness (Academic Achievement). Data on who takes career interest
survey and completes follow-up assignment, Data regarding access,
participation and support for CTE classes



High Quality Instruction (Access to Services). Benchmark academic
assessments, Formal and informal observations, Highly qualified teachers,
teacher credentialing, Credit completion and graduation rates, and Surveys



Staff to Student Ratios (Staffing). Meeting maximum staff to student ratio.



Facilities in Good Repair (Facilities). FIT tool (Williams and SARC reports),
observation/reporting, surveys, percentage of monies spent.

Phase III: Model Development
Research question 5. Research Question 5 was: Based upon the information
gathered in Research Questions 1-4, what is a theoretical accountability model for
alternative education settings in California?
The literature reminds readers that an accountability model should capture the
most students, include short-term outcomes, and measure student individual growth over
time (LAO, 2007). In addition, multiple measures should be utilized that focus on
“preparing students academically while also meeting the additional needs of their
students” (Aron, 2006, p. 18). Based on the recommendations found by completing an
extensive review of the literature, as well as the findings from Research Questions 1-4,
multiple measures make up the theoretical model derived from this study (see Table 12).
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Table 12
Multiple Measures for Accountability
Element
Focus on Students

Measurements
Attendance data
Counselor to student ratios
High Quality Instruction
Benchmark academic assessment –
individual student growth
Highly qualified teacher status data
Meeting graduation requirement
Number of students obtaining diploma
Safe Environment
Healthy kids survey data
Credit completion
Credits earned vs attempted
Percentage of students earning credits to
enable them to be on-track for
graduation.
CAHSEE passage
CAHSEE passage rate - using the
minimum passing score of 350.
Career readiness
Data regarding access and participation in
CTE courses
Staff to student ratios
Meeting a minimum criterion for staff to
student ratio.
Facilities in good repair
Facilities Inspection Tool measured via
the Williams inspection.
Note. CAHSEE = California High School Exit Exam, CTE = Career and Technical
Education.

Summary
The elements listed represent the most relevant elements to an accountability
model. Each of the elements was force ranked to determine the most relevant and critical
elements. The top five elements based on the weighted average are: focus on students,
high quality instruction, meeting graduation requirements, safe environment, and
CAHSEE passage (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Forced ranking of nine relevant elements.

AE settings address the “needs of students that typically cannot be met in a
regular school” (U.S. Department of Education., 2002, p. 14). Most students are referred
to AE programs by SARBs, probation, have been expelled, are on probation, or are
homeless. The data demonstrates the most critical elements by which to measure
performance for schools which serve this unique population should relate heavily to
school climate and student engagement with a focus toward graduation. Therefore, it is
no surprise that a way to measure focus on students and high quality instruction were
prioritized as the top two elements along with the third element meeting graduation
requirements.

73

CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
As states across the nation seek to determine effective ways to hold schools
accountable in the emerging common core era, AE settings hope that the criteria and
measures developed take into consideration the unique needs of the students they serve.
Since 2001 AE settings have been held accountable to the same criteria and measures as
traditional school programs. State accountability models appropriate to traditional school
settings do not include students with short-term enrollments, nor do they take into
consideration the starting proficiency level of students. By neglecting these factors,
academic achievement within AE settings may seem non-existent against traditional
measures of accountability for schools serving these high-risk populations. This study
sought to identify and describe the accountability elements and measures that would best
represent the true success, or failures, of AE settings.
Five Research Questions were answered in this study:
1. What elements are LEAs in California requiring alternative education schools
to be held accountable for?
2. What measurements are used for each element described in Research Question
1?
3. Based upon the information gathered in Research Questions 1 and 2, what
elements do experts in the area of Alternative Education identify as important
to include in a statewide accountability model?
4. Based upon the elements identified in Research Question 3, what
measurements are most appropriate to include in a statewide accountability
model aligned to CCSS and smarter balanced assessments?
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5. Based upon the information gathered in Research Questions 1-4, what is a
theoretical accountability model for alternative education settings in
California?
A mixed methods study was conducted by performing both a review of
documents and surveying experts in the field of AE. The document review produced
archival data to use as a basis for survey questions. The surveys then gathered
quantitative data in the form of ratings of the elements identified through the document
review and, second, qualitative data in the form of opinions as to appropriate
measurements for the identified most important elements. With the purpose of
developing a model that is practical and relevant both to policy makers and to those
responsible for program implementation.
The population for this study was all AE schools in California. However, the
target population was AE schools which are listed on the CDE website as voluntarily
participating in the ASAM in California during the 2013-14 academic year. The LCAPs
from randomly selected LEAs from the population were analyzed for elements which
they believed were appropriate elements to hold their AES accountable for. Individuals,
selected randomly from the population, were then asked to answer a series of two surveys
to determine the most important elements and ways to measure achievement to them in
regards to AES. From this data, a theoretical accountability model was be developed.
Major Findings
There were 50 different elements that LEAs are holding their AE settings
accountable to which may be classified into eight different categories:
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1. Student Engagement: Attendance rates, graduation rate, and involvement in
extra activities/athletics.
2. School Climate: School wide attendance rates, individual attendance,
discipline referrals, focus on students, parent participation, safe environment,
and suspension rates.
3. Student Behavior: Discipline referrals, student attendance rates, and
suspension rates.
4. Staffing: Teacher credentials, highly qualified teacher status, staff
development opportunities, staff to student ratios, teacher retention rates, and
teacher salary scales.
5. Access to Services: Course access, instructional minutes, materials, highly
qualified instruction, and coordination of services from various programs and
agencies.
6. Academic Achievement: A-G course completion, Advanced Placement courses
passing rates, CAHSEE passage, career readiness, college readiness, credit
completion, English Learner proficiency, English Learner reclassification,
English Learner progress toward proficiency, reading/language arts school
wide achievement, reading/language arts individual progress, math school
wide achievement, math individual progress, science school wide
achievement, science individual achievement, GED passage, meeting
graduation requirements, enrollment in post-secondary education, transition to
other settings (district/college/career), and recidivism.
7. Facilities: Facilities in good repair, and safe environment.
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8. Stakeholder Involvement: Communication, coordination of services, parent
participation, and rehabilitation services.
Of the 50 elements, experts in the area of AE identified nine as important to
include in a statewide accountability model. Based on expert feedback below is a list of
the nine most important elements, based on importance, appropriate in an accountability
model for AE:
1. Focus on students
2. High quality instruction
3. Meeting graduation requirements
4. Safe environment
5. Credit completion
6. CAHSEE passage
7. Career readiness
8. Staff to student ratios
9. Facilities in good repair
It is no surprise that a focus on students and safe environment are within the top
elements identified. Based on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, McLeod (2007) reminds us
that “one must satisfy lower level basic needs before progressing on to meet higher level
growth needs” (para. 6).
Unexpected Findings
There were two major unexpected findings based on both the LCAP analysis and
the expert feedback. First, not all LEAs that had identified AE programs addressed these
special populations within their LCAP. Since the LCAP is the means for allocating funds
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and ensuring access to students it was expected that this unique population of at-risk
student would be a significant population to address. The second unexpected finding was
that 100% indicated meeting graduation requirements as a very important element, yet it
was ranked third with only 5.56% of the experts ranking it at number 1.
Conclusions
The literature reminds readers that an accountability model should capture the
most students, include short-term outcomes, and measure student individual growth over
time (LAO, 2007). In addition, multiple measures should be utilized that focus on
“preparing students academically while also meeting the additional needs of their
students” (Aron, 2006, p. 18). Taking these recommendations into consideration, as well
as the research findings it was determined that multiple measures addressing the nine
elements should make up the theoretical model derived from this study with the greatest
emphasis being in focus on students.
Implications for Action
California is transitioning to the CCSS and a new assessment system, and both
state and federal education agencies are revising their accountability models by which all
schools will be measured. Research shows “the failure to differentiate an accountability
framework for alternative schools can lead to negative consequences that affect
alternative schools’ abilities to provide education for at-risk students” (Schlessman and
Hurtado, 2012, p. 3). California has the information necessary to differentiate
accountability so AE settings are able to demonstrate effectiveness using criteria that
aligns to their purposes and the unique needs of students they serve.
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Federal and State Departments of Education must make differentiating
accountability for alternative settings a priority. Accountability should not be voluntary
or based on randomly chosen criteria, but rather focused on critical elements that
demonstrate program effectiveness in the areas unique to the population of students being
served in alternative settings. This research and further research regarding minimum
performance standards should be the starting point to developing a focused, relevant
accountability model.
COE and districts that operate AE settings must continue to focus on earning a
high school diploma the number one priority, while directing funds toward the social and
emotional services that demonstrate a focus on student’s individual needs. The LCAP are
the foundation for what the LEA values, it is the vehicle that demonstrates where LEAs
are willing to put their money. Only 20 districts demonstrated they were willing to focus
their resources to this population specifically. The unique needs of alternative programs
must be one of the priorities, just like foster youth and English language learners. This
research should provide a starting point for them to frame the conversation with their
stakeholders so ALL students are truly recognized as a priority.
Recommendations for Further Research
This study provides just the base of an accountability model, elements and
measures. Future research on expected performance standards, minimum subgroup size,
and minimum length of enrollment for inclusion should all be fully researched in order to
create a well-rounded, thorough model. Further research on each measure may also be
done to narrow down what specific data each measure does and does not provide in
relation to accountability.
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Additional future research may also be done on the impact of student transience
on accountability measures, rural vs urban issues with AE accountability, and large vs
small district issues with AE accountability. How accountability may be attached to
individual student as opposed to schools should also be researched.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
Through the process of completing this study new insight into the levels
represented in an accountability model have been gleaned. The elements and measures
barely touch the surface of what goes into a full and usable model. However, they are the
starting point and critical foundation necessary to ensure that AE programs are effectively
being measured and held accountable. If schools are going to enter program
improvement and receive appropriate sanctions, they should be measured by what they
are created to accomplish. In terms of AE settings the experts make it clear that although
meeting graduation rates is the most important, we cannot get there by focusing on
academics alone. We must focus on the student’s individual needs, personal, social and
academic, and accountability models should demonstrate that focus as well.
Whatever state and federal accountability models are created as we enter the era
of common core and aligned assessments, one thing is clear – we need to differentiate
how we hold schools accountable. This study started by looking at what these special
settings think is important. States and legislative leaders need to listen to these experts
who work daily to help these special populations of students succeed and implement an
accountability model that truly shows the successes and true areas where support is
needed. Information gleaned from this study should be used as a foundation in the
development of an effective AE accountability model that will be used to measure
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program effectiveness across the state. Alternative schools, special education schools,
and other unique programs should no longer be further stigmatized by improper labeling
due to inadequate accountability models that do not take into consideration the social and
emotional needs of students, or disregard the individual gains achieved.
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